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Abstract 
Franz Boas, who emigrated to the United States in the late nineteenth century from Germany, ultimately became known as the 
“father of American anthropology.” Soon after arrival, he began efforts on the most vexing issue in the country at that time (and 
many would say it remains an important issue to this day), the “Negro question.” How did he become so widely known, both in 
his adopted country and around the world? What alerted him to the fraught question of race relations in the United States? How 
did he come to have such influence? At one point, most of the departments of anthropology in the country were headed by his 
students. 
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Introduction 
Franz Boas was perhaps the most well known anthropologist and public intellectual in the United States, and 
indeed the world, during the first half of the 20th century. Today however, the general public knows little about this 
prolific figure in American science. His legacy deserves to be reintroduced so that the public sphere can continue to 
appreciate his significant contributions to debates regarding race, culture, and education. Innovations in science 
ought to inform our political conversations on public policy. Attention to the biography of Franz Boas elegantly 
teaches us this lesson.    
Before his ascent in the discipline of anthropology, Boas was originally trained as a physicist. His scientific 
training was highly influential on his approach to the study of human beings; he believed in data, not unsupported 
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assumptions about, for example, the superiority of one race over another. His commitment to scientific methodology 
introduced ideas about race and cultural that ran counter to many reigning dogmas of the time. His credo is perhaps 
best expressed in a talk he gave before an anthropology class at Barnard, “[We must] understand the obscure 
emotional motives that determine our conduct and our way of thinking. I have tried to show you how intimate is the 
relation between our feeling and our thinking and those fundamental ideals that are instilled into our minds in 
earliest youth. [Therefore, we must free ourselves from] the fetters that the past imposes on us” (Franz Boas 1912a: 
2).   
Approach 
Much of the material in this paper was taken from the Boas Professional Papers housed in the American 
Philosophical Society in Philadelphia or from the Douglas Cole Papers in the BC Archives in Victoria, Canada.  The 
archival work done was supplemented by material from a variety of texts written about Boas, many soon after he 
died in 1942. Letters, speeches and articles written by Boas form the majority of material considered here. The 
material contained in these two archives is vast, and obviously selection of the most relevant material was necessary. 
The interested scholar is encouraged to visit these archives, as there is a wealth of material there which was 
impossible to include in this paper. 
Boas as Scholar and Activist 
Born in Westphalia, Germany, in 1853, Boas grew up in an assimilated Jewish household in Minden (Cole 1999). 
Although his family followed some Jewish traditions, they were mainly to satisfy his grandparents, who were 
Orthodox. According to his daughter, religion did not play an active role in the life of the family (Franziska Boas 
1972). Boas was influenced by the adherence of his parents, particularly of his mother, to the ideals of the failed 
socialist revolution in Germany of 1848. In the Nation, he wrote: “The background of my early thinking was a 
German home in which the ideals of the revolution of 1848 were a living force” (Franz Boas 1938a). In a letter to 
his sister Toni, to whom he was devoted, Boas wrote, “I am and remain, an unregenerate idealist - and for that you 
and I have our mother to thank" (Franz Boas 1886:79). His uncle, Abraham Jacobi, was jailed in Germany for his 
revolutionary activities; he went on to emigrate to the United States and establish a significant career as a physician 
(Jacobi Hospital in New York City is named after him). He was extremely helpful to his nephew, making a 
contribution to the American Museum of Natural History so that they would hire him (as far as we know, Boas 
himself never knew about this). Jacobi’s close friends Carl Schurz and Felix Adler, also “48ers” who developed 
significant careers in the Unites States after emigrating from Germany, politically influenced by Boas as well (Adler 
1918; Franz Boas 1918a, 1919a). 
Although he was always interested in nature and geography, he wanted to study physics. His sister Toni 
developed a serious inflammatory disease, and his parents, unable to leave their children, wanted him to be close to 
her. He agreed, and so took his degree at a lesser university, Kiel, which had only one physicist. His doctoral thesis 
on the color of water was adequate, but not of fundamental importance (Rieckhoff 1985). That eliminated a career in 
physics in Germany for him; in any event, he was soon on to other pursuits.  
In 1883 Boas traveled to Baffin Island, Canada to study the indigenous Inuit peoples of the region. He originally 
thought he would pursue his thesis topic by studying their perception of water, however very stormy weather 
prevented him from traveling onward, so he spent the winter in an Inuit settlement. Here, other questions captured 
Boas’ interest. Both his physics training and his observations of the Inuit contributed to his changed attitude. His 
powers of observation were keen; he soon realized that the habits and beliefs of the Inuit, those attributes that had 
been passed down from generation to generation, played an important role in determining their behavior. It was the 
beginning of what became a dramatic change in the meaning of “culture,” one of the several important contributions 
Boas made to the nascent science of anthropology. As George Stocking notes, “[Boas] was a leader of a culture that, 
by changing the relation of ‘culture’ to the burden of tradition and the process of human reason transformed the 
notion into a tool quite different from what it had been before” (Stocking 1966: 880). Even though he was an 
outsider, the Inuit shared whatever food was available, causing him to wonder about the description of “savages” 
that was so prevalent. His diary from that period notes, "I often ask myself what advantages our ‘good society’ 
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possesses over that of the ‘savages’ and find, the more I see of their customs, that we have no right to look down 
upon them. Where among our people could you find such true hospitality as here? Where are people so willing, 
without the least complaint, to perform EVERY task demanded of them? We have no right to blame them for their 
forms and superstitions which may seem ridiculous to us. We ‘highly educated people,’ relatively speaking, are 
much worse" (Franz Boas, 1883:79). His visit to Baffin Island was the beginning of a seismic shift in his outlook 
and that of anthropology as well. 
After his initial fieldwork in Canada, it took some time for Boas to find steady employment. Once he gained his 
footing in the academy he quickly worked to undermine established assumptions regarding race and culture as 
anthropological categories. One of his first public statements was a talk on race was delivered at the 1894 meeting of 
the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) (Franz Boas, 1974). In a prelude to much of his 
later work, he stated, "When we analyze this assumption [that whites are the superior race], it will soon be found 
that the superiority of the civilization of the white race alone is not a sufficient basis for this inference. As the 
civilization is higher, we assume that the aptitude of civilization is also higher.... [T]he achievement and the aptitude 
for an achievement have been confounded.... [No civilization] was the product of the genius of a single people. Ideas 
and inventions were carried from one to the other.... [T]he civilizations of ancient Peru and of Central America may 
well be compared with the ancient civilizations of the Old World. In both we find a high stage of political 
organization....” (Franz Boas 1974: 222). Here Boas is critiquing the notion that one’s race can be appraised through 
the lens of civilizational progress. Boas’ critique of this fundamental assumption is no small matter. His work 
underscores both the utility of the scientific method as a practice that allows for the revision of errant assumptions, 
as well as the tenacity of these assumptions within the political contexts in which scientific investigations take place. 
This is particularly true of debates regarding race at the turn of the 20th century. Furthermore, Boas asserted, 
“[N]ature had endowed their homes [of people in the Old World] more abundantly with useful animals and plants 
than the homes of the peoples of the New World" (Franz Boas 1974: 224). This latter comment preceded by a 
century Guns, Germs and Steel, a book that made exactly the same point, to much acclaim and controversy 
(Diamond, 1999). Though such an explanation for the disparities between Europe and the “New World” is certainly 
insufficient, it is important to understand the radical nature of this claim within the context of the academy of the 
day. Boas’ contention was that demonstrable qualities of European superiority are more a matter of chance than the 
result of an intrinsic hierarchy.    
The notions put forth in his address to the AAAS were to form the basis of much of his work for the rest of his 
career. A good deal of this talk was included in one of his landmark works, The Mind of Primitive Man, which he 
was to revise several times, including soon before he died (see Franz Boas, 1938b, 1983). It is interesting to note 
that though he was steadfastly opposed to the overall notion of the inferiority of African Americans, and believed 
that they had a right to fully participate in modern society as equals, he never completely accepted the notion of 
absolute equality. His constant refrain was that there will be fewer “men of high genius” coming from the Negro 
race. What Boas meant by this and the reasons he remained faithful to this belief remain unclear. He has been 
widely criticized for this stance, but perhaps he was too entrenched in the racial logics of his day to completely 
abandon them (Williams 1996). Although he revised and reexamined his understanding of race over many years and 
many publications, he retained this phrase in the last edition of Mind. His final revision in1938 reads, “We have 
found that no proof of an inferiority of the Negro type could be given, except that it seemed barely possible that 
perhaps the race would not produce quite so many men of highest genius as other races, while there was nothing at 
all that could be interpreted as suggesting any material difference in the mental capacity of the bulk of the Negro 
population as compared with the bulk of the White population” (Boas 1938: 268). As was so often the case, even 
radical insights are constrained by tenacious contradictions and faulty assumptions.  
He first secured a position at Science, now a major journal owned by the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science, but then barely more than a newsletter (Lewenstein, 2014). He had grand plans for his 
work there, and used the position to network and exchange ideas with his colleagues in order to gain influence. 
From there he went to a position at Clark University, a new institution trying to establish its reputation. It was at 
Clark that he began the process of establishing anthropology as a serious academic pursuit; in the archives there are 
handwritten notes on a series of lectures first defining his idea of anthropology. The first PhD in anthropology in the 
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United States was a student of his at Clark. Among a number of faculty members, Boas ultimately left the institution 
as a result of a disagreement with its founder. 
His 1896 lecture The Races of Man, Boas clearly demonstrated the difficulty in maintaining stable categories of 
race. Describing the variation of physical features, Boas observed, “We proceed farther and farther, and the new 
type which I briefly described here becomes more and more pronounced, until finally, when we approach the 
confines of Siberia, the type with which we started has almost entirely disappeared and has given way to a type of 
man which possesses wide faces, low noses, black straight hair and dark brown eyes...We may observe the same 
phenomenon when traveling Southwest from the Northern parts of Europe. The skin becomes darker, the eyes are no 
longer blued but brown, the hair attains a dark, even black, color, although it remains wavy…. and finally we come 
to a point where the people remind us more of negroes than of whites.” Scientists today make similar observations 
when questioning the biological existence of race. Richard Lewontin did the first scientific confirmation of this in 
molecular biology. (1972) The much touted Human Genome Project confirmed this early observation; subsequent 
authors many in number have written on similar themes (see Barkan 1992; Gould 1981; Graves 2001, 2004; Gravlee 
2009). 
In 1893 Boas traveled to Chicago in order to participate in the anthropology exhibition at the Chicago Worlds 
Fair. Later, he went on to finally secure a position at the American Museum of Natural History, with a joint 
appointment as chair of Anthropology at Columbia University. In 1904, after a somewhat tempestuous time at the 
Museum, he obtained a full-time position at Columbia, where he remained until his retirement. Though he was 
reported to be a very strict teacher, he trained some of the best-known Anthropologists in America, people like 
Margaret Mead, Zora Neale Thurston, Ruth Benedict, Alfred Kroeber, and many others. He cared deeply about his 
students; they returned the fondness, referring to him as “Papa Franz” (Cole 1999). 
In order to buttress his arguments, Boas undertook a number of experimental activities. One of the most 
interesting, and controversial, was his project started while he was at Clark University measuring the head form of 
immigrant children. The purpose was to show the plasticity of head form once immigrants had spent time in the 
United States. Boas’ purpose in making physiological measurement was to demonstrate that many so-called racial 
features had more to do with environmental adaptation than with heredity. Though anthropometric practices have 
been used for dubious purposes,, his work was instrumental in showing the environment’s profound effects on the 
human body. The work led to several reports to the U.S. Congress (see Franz Boas, 1912b, 1912c, 1912d). The 
reports showed quite conclusively that head form was not rigidly connected to race and ethnicity, which people who 
believed in the “purity” of races believed, but did in fact vary considerably once children came to the United States. 
Lee Baker has shown how Boas’ controversial assertion of the plasticity of the human form led him to become a 
“public scholar” (Baker 2004). Faced with criticism by the Worcester Daily Telegram, a leading local newspaper not 
favorably disposed towards the Carks status as a fledgling university, Boas was called on to publically defend his 
work. Given his outspoken political views, however, it is likely that he would have become a public figure without 
this “encouragement.”  
Boas accepted an invitation from W.E.B. DuBois, then at Atlanta University, to give a talk at the annual Atlanta 
Conference, as well as the Commencement Address in the spring of 1906 to a largely African American audience. 
Boas’ address to the Atlanta Conference was poorly received because it included his bit about “men of high genius” 
(see above). His Commencement Address, however, was a great success. Although others have written about the 
civilizations in Africa and the brutal colonial suppression that obscured these civilizations, these texts did not have 
the impact of Boas’ address (See Davidson 1970; Hochschild 1998). He spoke about the glories of early African 
civilizations: "While much of the history of early invention is shrouded in darkness, it seems likely that at a time 
when the European was still satisfied with rude stone tools, the African had invented or adopted the act of smelting 
iron." He went on to talk of great civilizations, well governed, in which all black Americans should take immense 
pride (Franz Boas 1906). Boas’ presentation had a profound impact on DuBois, Harvard University’s first Black 
graduate. Never before had he considered African culture in terms of its cultural contributions. DuBoise exclaimed, 
“Franz Boas came to Atlanta University where I was teaching History in 1906 and said to the graduating class: You 
need not be ashamed of your African past; and then he recounted the history of black kingdoms south of the Sahara 
for a thousand years. I was too astonished to speak. All of this I had never heard and I came then and afterwards to 
realize how the silence and neglect of science can let truth utterly disappear or even be unconsciously distorted” 
(Lewis, 1993; Zumwalt, 2008). 
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Boas took some considerable risk in traveling to Atlanta at this time; it was neither a good time for Blacks nor for 
political liberals. Jim Crow was in its heyday; four months after Boas visited Atlanta, the city erupted in mass 
violence between Blacks and whites. Boas did not allow the public outbreaks of violence dissuade him from his 
commitment to speaking across racial divisions, even though such engagement and the contents of his discussions 
potentially put his wellbeing at risk. Later in his career Boas became increasingly and more overtly involved in 
political activities. He was a pacifist, and wrote many letters and made many speeches against America’s entry into 
World War I (see Franz Boas 1917a, 1917b, 1917c, 1918b, 1919b). His crowning political achievement, however, 
was the establishment of the American Committee for Democracy and Intellectual Freedom (ACDIF). In an effort to 
oppose an outrageous article condemning “Jewish science” written by a Nazi sympathizer in the prestigious journal 
Nature (Anonymous 1938; Stark 1938), Boas inaugurated a campaign that involved the leaders of the American and 
international scientific community. ACDIF became a vigorous supporter of free speech with many activities 
(ACDIF 1938, 1939, 1941; Clarkson, Cohen, MacNeish, O'Neil, & White 1941; Coons 1941). Although many 
prominent scientists and intellectuals were involved, Boas was clearly the inspiration and leader of the group. He is 
credited with being among the first to realize the potential influence that could have on the shaping of public 
political debates scientist had in speaking out on issues (Kuznick 1987). 
The impact of the work of Franz Boas is nowhere better expressed than in Lee Baker’s incisive analysis. He 
begins by saying, “Researching, theorizing, and classifying racial groups has always been the province of 
anthropology" (Baker 1998:2). Because “science” was used to justify vicious oppression, Boas’ work was of central 
importance. Boas took on the task of changing that science. Baker goes on, "Although one can never adequately 
document all facets of how racial categories transform, one can identify how the justices on the Supreme Court 
incorporate changing scientific ideas about race in their various interpretations of the Fourteenth Amendment…. 
During the first part of the twentieth century, scholars and activists engaged in fighting racial inequality were 
attracted to science and jurisprudence because the paradigms and doctrines of each field could ostensibly be changed 
with new arguments and evidence. They believed they could gather evidence to change scientific arguments about 
racial inferiority and gather evidence to change constitutional arguments for racial segregation (Baker 1998: 3)." 
Boas was committed to changing the very language in which debates on racial inferiority and superiority could be 
had. The definition of words like “race” and “culture” would be forever changed and the underpinnings of racist 
scientific perspectives were made untenable.   
Discussion 
It is important to note, as Baker points out: "[M]embers of the New Negro Movement used Boasian ideas about 
culture to promote cultural achievement and...members of the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund (LDEF) 
used Boasian theories on race to underpin arguments for school desegregation that culminated with Brown” (Baker 
1998: 5, 6) “Brown” refers to the landmark 1954 United States Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board. of 
Education that overturned the 1896 decision Plessy v. Ferguson that enshrined the “separate but equal” doctrine that 
allowed separate but definitely not equal schools to exist, and fostered an apartheid like society that offered few if 
any opportunities for African Americans. Although the struggle continues still, the progress that has been made is a 
legacy of the work of Franz Boas. Boas’ influential career was also in some senses contradictory. He championed 
science, and yet never developed over arching scientific theories. He decried faulty scientific practice motivated by 
prejudice, yet he felt that fewer men of “high genius” would be of African ancestry. He said we must remove the 
shackles of past ideas, yet he himself was influenced by the ideas of the socialist German revolution of 1848. He 
was at first reluctant to enter public life, yet he became one of the most well known figures of his time. He had very 
strong opinions, but fought for the right of others to express theirs, even when he disagreed with them. It is likely 
that anyone who forged ahead with such different, even revolutionary ideas would harbor contradictions. How could 
they not? Once he formed his ideas, he was forthright about expressing them.  
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Conclusion 
We have leaned many lessons from Boas’ biography, and we might continue to look to his life for guidance as 
new tensions emerge between scientific discovery and the prevailing assumptions within public political debates. In 
my opinion, although he himself is little known outside a small circle, his ideas continue to have a profound affect 
on our thinking. It is important that we recognize the source of these ideas, and also the courage that it took to 
express them. His pioneering work is still the stimulus to much creative and important thinking. 
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